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: Letters from Readers

LETTERS FROM READERS
Sirs:
It was my good fortune to read Mark Van Doren's Liberal Education ju~t before
the symposium on the same subject in a recent number of the NEW MF.xICO QUAIl,;
TERLY REVIEW came into my hands. The editorial invitation for readers to present
their comments prompts these remarks.
As I read the several contributions to the symposium, I found that I shared many
of the commendations and criticisms voiced by the writers. At the same time,
neither Mr. Van Doren nor the contributors to the symposium stressed one"rather
important point which should be presented. I refer to the extension of the term
"liberal education." Mr. Van Doren has confused the issue somewhat by giving
his volume the title Liberal Education when in actual fact what he presents is
essentially orientation education. He proposes a theory of education and a curriculum whose purpose can be no more than that of aiding growing persons to become
familiar with the tradition in which they find themselves. The language which we
use, the ideas we entertain, the ideals we accept, the behavior. we a~opt, even the
dothes we wear and the food -We eat, are determined, in ~ome degree, by the culture
in which we are reared. The person who wishes to learn why he speaks as he does
and believes as he does must acquaint himself with the tradition of which his culture
is the culmination. It is possible for an in~ividual to use language with no interest
in its origin; it is hardly conceivable tllat h~ should be willing to accept, propagate,
and even die for democracy without knowing something of its origin, its history and
general development.
.
Liberal education as defined by Mr. Van Doren is presumably an education in
social and cultural orientation whose emphasis is exclusively upon the past. ;This
is indicated by the selection of a list of great books as the core of any liberal curricu. lum. Speaking only of the field in which I.have been interested for many years, I
should say the several books in religion presented in the St. John's College list are
quite inadequate. The same thing is presumably true in other areas. At the.same
time, the theory that educated persons should know something of the tra~ition which
colors living today appears to be a sound theory. If the method proposed by Mr.
Van Doren is inadequate, other methods should be developed. However, this is
but half of the educational task. W!ten the past has been understood, one may
know why he speaks, thinks, and .lives as h<:: does, but he still faces the question of
criteria in whose terms he may judge the relevance of that past to .contemporary
living.
The great tradition does not provide such criteria. If the study of the past
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indicates anything, it is that living men sought in human situations for the relevaI
data in whose terms· they could estimate the worth of concepts and conduct. Plato
theory of reminiscences can be understood when we determine his understanding (
man's sensory processes. 1£ the senses are believed to be inadequate, one will doub
less seek for other methods of knowing. In the light of contemporary knowled~
in psychology and logic. we develop other theories of cognition and other tests (
truth or validity. ~his is but to say that it is the present wherein we find the dal
in wh9se terms we determine the validity or worth of historic and contemporcu
theories. Liberal education as the understanding and assimilation of the grei
tradition may be vital for orientation purposes; it needs considerable by way 4
supplementation before it provides us criteria for judging both the w,)rth of tho
tradition and of contemporary theories.
.
Yours truly,
WILLIAM H. BERNHARD
The Iliff School of Theology
Denver, Colorado

Sirs:
• Maya mere student add his opinion to your symposium on Mark Van Dorell
Liberal Education'! I searched through five Southwestern universities for an inspi
ing liberal education and found it not.
Is this, then. the cure? I think it is only a step. a beginning. The classics are
necessary :part of a liberal education but only a part and not the whole. In tl
army. we learned that the conventional educational process was entirely too slow aI
cumbersome. In fact. many students lose interest in college tl'aining because it
easy and does not occupy even one third of the available time.
I propose that Mr. Van Doren's list of great books be slightly shortened aI
altered. Blackstone. for example, is vastly more readable and more valuable the
Justinian. This list of books known as classics should be divided. into four separa
required courses for the college years.
.
In addition. as "Reading maketh a full man. writing an exact man," a four~ye:
course in the art of writing, modeled upon the English course at Oxford, should 1
required of the applicants for. the B.A. degree. Both of these courses, I belie\!
should be superimpqsed upon the now existing curriculum to give Havor and me
to the practicality of modem college.
Anyhow, this book and the subsequent studying of the list have rend~red eig
months in an army hospital very worthwhile. I am constantly surprised that I hi
not read these before.
Yours truly,

Ale

JAMES PAT TENNAl'

William Beaumont General Hospital
EI Paso. Texas
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